It is consensual, that academic literacy, which is being currently defined both as the mastery of written language in higher education (HE) and the specific reading and writing practices within fields and disciplines, involving a variety of communicative practices, and textual genres, constitutes a strong barrier to students learning and achievement. In fact, what and how one reads and writes to learn and communicate knowledge in HE contexts have particular features, which require students to adapt to new ways of understanding and organizing knowledge and to switch their writing styles and texts acquired at secondary education to others proper of such new settings. To learn and to be successful in academic context students have to deploy a repertoire of practices and genres different from those they bring to the University.
INTRODUCTION
Within the perspective that sees literacy as a set of flexible cultural practices, defined and redefined by social institutions and public interests, where power relations and identities play a definitive role, academic literacies represent ways of knowing in different disciplines. In this case, "the disciplines are seen as a social set of ways of thinking, speaking and acting, a bakhtinian sphere of activity" [1] . Academic literacy defined then both as the mastery of written language in higher education (HE) and the specific reading and writing practices within fields and disciplines [2] involves a variety of communicative practices, and textual genres. According to this framework, a university course must be understood as a social and cultural context where texts have determinant roles. Textual genres are identified by their several structural and rhetorical characteristics. But they also share what one may call hidden features [3] [4] . Due to the centrality of discourse socialization and participation of people in teaching and learning practices, these hidden features are inferred during the processes of meaning making for specific disciplinary and academic purposes [5] . These textual features together with the features of the learning processes constitute a strong barrier to students learning and achievement. In fact, what and how one reads and writes to learn and communicate knowledge in HE contexts requires students to adapt to new ways of understanding and organizing knowledge and to switch their writing styles and texts acquired at secondary education to others proper of such new settings, as the University one. In other words, to learn and to be successful in academic contexts students have to deploy a repertoire of practices and genres different from those they bring to the University.
Several models have been adopted to help students to adapt their practices to those of the university and to "fix" problems that are frequently identified. Each of these models is associated with different understandings of what is literacy and of the ways students learn adapt to each literacy context [3] [4] .
In spite of the model used, all agree that before any 'intervention' it is crucial to start by understanding students perceptions of the academic literacies features, and of the kind of barriers that those particular features may pose them when they have to write and to interpret, for instance, a scientific article, or a technical report.
ACADEMIC LITERACIES: INTERVENTION MODELS
Context par excellence of reading and writing practices, higher education is one of the privileged places for the study of the status, functions and uses of texts, particularly those that students access in the process of acquisition and production of knowledge. At the same time, the recognition that such texts are disciplinary specialized and situated, that is, that the various discursive communities have their own rules and conventions to produce knowledge and that the texts vary linguistically depending on their purpose and context of production [6] [7] , extends to the field of tertiary education, the notion of literacy, in this case "academic".
In this context, we have been witnessing the multiplication of programs, measures and even courses to prepare students to master the texts and practices necessary to their academic success [3] [4] [5] . Underlying such measures we often find the "alleged inadequacy of knowledge and reading and writing skills of college students" [8] and "frequent complaint among academics that students entering the university are ill-prepared for teaching that will be exposed" [9] . In such situations, these same authors say that the "academic literacy is constituted inside deficit talks and remediation". According to the different conceptualizations of the reading and writing practices, and of the way they are learned by university students the programs, measures and courses can be categorized around three different, although not always exclusive models: a study skills model, an academic socialization model, and an academic literacies model [10] [3] [4] . For the study skills approach reading and writing are an individual and cognitive skill, and the barriers that students face reside on the surface features of the text. The academic socialization approach defends that students need to be acculturated into disciplines discourses and genres, in order to acquire the discipline specific ways of talking, writing, thinking, and using literacy. This approach takes for granted that the knowledge of the rules of a particular academic discourse allows its reproduction without difficulties. The practices that can be labeled as academic literacies focus on meaning making, and on identity, power, and authority; they also highlight the institutional nature of what counts as legitimate knowledge in any particular academic context [4] . Within this model, acquiring academically adequate uses of literacy are situated and dynamic, therefore more complex and nuanced.
Research shows that the approaches that are more frequent in the development of instructional practices have been the skills and academic socialization models [11] which are are based on what B. Street conceptualized as the "autonomous" model of literacy [12] in which literacy is considered as universal and unchanging set of technical skills, states or internal cognitive events. In this model, which opposes the "ideological" one, the measures, as described by Henderson and Hirst [9] "tend to focus on strategies to help students adapt their practices to the university", without considering, on the one hand, hidden "dimensions" of the writing process and particularly the criteria used by those who have the power to assess the writing" [5] .
In spite of the approach, all agree that, before any initiative, it is crucial to start by understanding students perceptions of the academic literacies features, and of the kind of barriers that those particular features pose them when they have to write and to interpret, for instance, a scientific article, or a technical report.
This issue of the barriers that academic literacy can put to students is still particularly relevant when we know that in Portugal, in the last four decades, the number of students in higher education has increased very substantially due to the expansion of new HE institutions [13] . This growth corresponds to the entry of students with diverse socio-cultural backgrounds, carrying with them knowledge, experiences, interests and motivations sometimes deeply contradictory [14] . In such circumstances, access to knowledge by the part of the students is doubly hindered: they have to focus not only on new and highly specialized academic content, but also at the same time to make sense with the explicit and implicit (hidden) linguistic, structural and rethorical features of the texts they have to read and produce.
The Portuguese university context has been sensitive to this issue and it is now frequent the adoption of learning modalities, such as project led education [15] as well as the development of research that aim at coping with the difficulties that students face when they arrive at the University [16] .
THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
Aiming at understanding 1) the role of reading and writing in the teaching and learning processes of HE students; and 2) to contribute to characterize academic literacies in a particular context, as first steps to intervene, a wider research is being developed with a group of students of a Course of Textile Engineering of one University located in the North of Portugal. Part of the specific objectives that will be handled in this presentation regard (1) the identification of the degree of awareness of the features of academic literacy, particularly in what concerns the texts that students have to read and write; (2) the identification of the specific barriers that textual genres comprehension and production puts to HE students; (3) the characterization of how personal (vernacular) reading and writing practices are factors of academic achievement. It is also pursued the aim of understanding to which point perceptions of academic literacy by the part of the students are a factor of academic performance.
Methodology
The research involved 30 students of the 1st year of an Integrated Master in Textile Engineering of the University of Minho, Portugal, a University with a long tradition in research and intervention on conditions for teaching and learning [17] .
To survey the students a questionnaire was used, although we are aware of the limitations of such procedure [18] . Indeed, due to the fact that respondents follow the representations they build about the situation and of their own goals, it is important to ascertain that the answers only can be interpreted if related with the social conditions where they have been produced. This questionnaire was composed of 35 questions (5 open and 30 in Likert type scales), organized around three major themes that correspond to the above presented goals: (1) degree of awareness of the features of academic literacy; (2) barriers that textual genres comprehension and production puts to students; (3) personal (vernacular) reading and writing practices as factors of academic achievement.
Data collected in the survey were processed using the SPSS statistical software, version 20, and the responses were treated with descriptive statistics, through measures of central tendency such as means, medians and modes.
ACADEMIC LITERACIES AS BARRIERS TO LEARNING: THE VIEWS OF THE STUDENTS
In a first moment, regarding the perceptions students have about the specificities of this particular literacy, namely in what concerns reading, data show that students agree, althought not expressively, that the texts they have to read for the university course are different from texts whose reading was requested in secondary school (37.9%). 48,3% state that the texts are very different from those that they use to read outside the university. 65.5% say that the difference varies and the variation depends on the Course Units.
When they are asked to freely declare what kind of texts they have to read for the course, students identify specific texts of their academic subject contents (40,9%) and supporting documents of the classes, such as PPTs (27,3%). The same kind of document is referred when they are asked about the texts that teachers recommend more frequently for reading (50%).
In what regards writing, students seem to be also aware that what they have to write as Course tasks is different from what they had to write previously for secondary classes (41,4%), and very different from those they have to write for their personal purposes (52,2%). Reports are the textual genre that students say that teachers ask them to write more frequently (68,8%).
In spite of this apparent awareness, almost half of the students (48,3%) do not recognize that technical language is fundamental when producing texts for the Course.
Comparing to reading, a slightly smaller percentage of students (62,1%) admit that the texts they have to write vary by Course Unit, which points to the perception of the diversity and speciality of the texts of the different disciplines.
However, when students have to self-assess their comprehension, they do not admit that their difficulties vary according the texts they have to read (48,3% do not agree nor disagree). May be because of this, only 37,9% admit that they need to read texts closer to those of the classes. But, in spite of this, 66,7% assume that books/texts with technical/scientific terminology are the most difficult to read.
If we consider that the documents that place more or less difficulties to students can be identifiers of the academic sphere, it becomes clear that reports, scientific articles, technical books/texts and dissertations oppose less difficult newspaper texts, summaries and literature.
In what regards the perception of the specificity of the texts that they have to write, almost half of the students (41,4%) do not agree nor disagree that they need to write texts closer to the ones of the classes, although they assume that they try that the texts that they write have similarities with those that they encounter in the classes (51,7%).
As for reading, technical texts are also those that 44,4% of the students identifies as an example of a difficult text to write.
In what regards the barriers that students encounter when reading and writing for academic purposes, it is worth to note that 38% declare not have any difficulties; the remaining answers allow to conclude that the features that put more comprehension difficulties are associated with textual macrostructure, namely the identification of the main ideas, and the relationship between the different parts of the text. In what respects textual production, once again specific terminology and the organization of the ideas in the text are the features that put more difficulties.
Relating personal reading and writing practices with academic performance, the third goal of the survey, a great number of students (73,3%) have the sense that "sometimes" the reading of certain texts, such as dissertations and scientific articles may constitute an obstacle to their learning. However, only 53,6% of the students admit that the way they read interfere with their academic performance. Accordingly, although in a slightly higher percentage, 64,3% of the students do not recognize that they are assessed by how they read.
A little bit different is the case of writing. In fact, 64% of the students assume that "sometimes" the way they write in texts and other assignments determines the results they get (64%), and even that their success depends on the way they write (37,9%).
However, when asked about what they think it is more important for their teachers, knowledge or the way the form of their writing, almost half of the students (44,8%) believes that for their teachers knowledge is always more important; 64% of the students point that only some times they are assessed by the way they write; accordingly, 82,8% agrees that when teachers assess their tests and other assignments, knowledge is what counts for them.
FINAL REMARKS
Given the ambition of understanding the role of reading and writing in the teaching and learning of Higher Education students and to contribute to the characterization of academic literacies, in what they may constitute barriers to learning, we analyzed the perceptions of a group of 30 students from the 1 st year of a Master Course in Textile Engineering.
At the production level, students report that higher education texts are different from secondary school and their daily ones, the difficulties to read or produce them depending on the type of texts to be read or written. They also believe that texts are specific not only of the "global" academic context but of each Curricular Unit.
Reports and technical texts are without doubt the textual genres that appear as the typical genres of their academic sphere. Trying to make an introspection, students argue that they need to write texts closer to those that they encounter in classes, and that they try that. This specificity extends to reading, being a cause of difficulties, in particular when thesis, dissertations, technical books/texts, and scientific articles are concerned, or conceptual mediators, because they serve to acquire, to build or expand knowledge and metaknowlegde [19] .
Oddly, students point that the texts that teachers more recommend for reading and the texts they read more are what one may classify as regulators of the learning process because they support students to use the conceptual knowledge focused in the course, to produce (as authors) knowledge [19] .
As for the specific barriers to understand and produce texts in academic context, students identify the textual organization of ideas, the drafting and the use of specific language as the main obstacles. In what regards the hidden features, those that students have to infer, such as ambiguities, authorreader relationships, contribution to knowledge, stance, voice, signalling, among others, do not seem to be very present in these students' academic lives. Accordingly, data allowed to conclude that the more the texts are distant from the classes, more difficulties students encounter when reading or writing them.
Finally, students believe that reading and writing academic texts are crucial for their learning and therefore they are aware that the way they read and write may have impact in their academic performance.
In spite of this, students believe that they are not assessed by their reading and writing cognitive processes. Consequently, for these students, academic consequences of the way one reads is just a matter of their personal sphere.
At the level of writing, the inquired students also assume that the way they write determines their final marks. But a little bit paradoxically, they consider that their teachers value more, or almost exclusively, knowledge than the form to present it. This will explain that only a small part of the students think that only on occasion the form of their writing is assessed.
The data obtained so far corroborate other studies, including those who conclude that in academic contexts writing is privileged over reading and that the barriers to learning mainly regard reading and writing of reports ans scientific papers, etc. One can also conclude that the texts identified by students as barriers to their performance are the most distant from the classroom uses.
